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The Factor of Infection in the Rheumatic State. By Alvin F. Coburn,
M.D., Resident Physician of the Presbyterian Hospital in the City of
New York. Baltimore: The Williams and Wilkins Co., 193I, iX -+ 288.
This interesting, timely, and somewhat unusual book is essentially a
running discourse upon a series of rather unique observations on rheumatic
fever, leading up to the presentation of a theory of the pathogenesis of this
disease. It aims to give a comprehensive description of the many phases of
rheumatic fever or what the author, in developing his conception of the
disease, chooses to call, the rheumatic state. The use of the term "rheumatic
state" seems quite justifiable, although to those who champion the indi-
viduality of rheumatic fever it may awaken such feelings asprompted Nathan
Smith to write George Shattuck in i8o6, "I cannot see how nosology is es-
sentially benefitted by adding the word state to the name of diseases, as
the pleurisy state, rheumatic or hydrophobic state of fever. . ." In de-
fense of the term "state" the author has laid great stress upon the protean
nature of rheumatic fever, which he characterizes as a "mosaic of disease
patterns". These include the well-recognized conditions of carditis, polyar-
thritis and chorea; but, he also adds, that: "bizarre lesions of the skin,
strange solidified areas in the lungs, vague symptoms referable to many
viscera compose the foreground of the disease picture". Such a conception
reflects the important fact that the limits of rheumatic fever have yet to be
defined. It also implies that the degree of underlying susceptibility is of
sufficient importance to receive recognition in the descriptive term applied
to the disease, as, for instance, one might regard bronchial asthma, or
urticaria, as an "allergic state".
As we have already stated, the subject matter gravitates rapidly toward
etiologic considerations, starting with a review of previous efforts of bac-
teriologists, the predisposing effects of environment, and seasonal and geo-
graphic influences. From the latter viewpoint an exceedingly interesting
and almost heroic experiment is described, in which ten patients suffering from
active phases of rheumatic fever, were transported to Porto Rico, and sub-
sequently back to New York, during which time observations were made
upon their clinical course and throat flora.
Dominating the book is the author's conception that the "Streptococcus
hemolyticus is an important factor of infection in the rheumatic state". In
developing this theme he has employed methods somewhat similar to those
used by Longcope, et al., in the latter's work on the association of this
organism with acute nephritis. His results on a large number of throat cul-
tures taken from rheumatic patients under widely differing environmental
conditions emphasize the presence of streptococci in individuals undergoing
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nucleoprotein of Streptococcus hemolyticus, have also lead the author to the
conclusion that the rheumatic process is a human reaction, which appears in
susceptible individuals and which represents a special type of tissue response
to chemical substances arising from disease of the upper respiratory tract.
This view is in line with that held by other students of rheumatic fever
who conceive of the disease as a peculiar immunologic or allergic response
to streptococcus infections which occur in individuals who are peculiarly
susceptible as a result of hereditary or environmental influences. It differs
from Swift's theory of hypersensitivity, however, in that a particular group
of streptococci (the hemolytic variety) has been specifically incriminated.
Dr. Coburn's book undoubtedly represents a thoughtful contribution in
a field in which contributions are needed, and should appeal to all who are
interested in rheumatic fever and its pathogenesis. It proves to be a difficult
book to read, for not only does it describe rheumatic fever in terms of a
mosaic of disease patterns, but in itself it is a mosaic of ideas, observations
and illustrations. In the last respect the reviewer would certainly be amiss
not to call attention to the frontispiece entitled: "A Composite Picture of
Rheumatic Disease" which is a worthy rival of a pre-Columbian map of the
world. The discourse is punctuated by what seems to be a superabundance of
case reports, averaging about two to every three of the 273 pages of reading
matter. Some of these reports would seem, however, to be unique in
the annals of modern medical literature, (psychiatry excluded), and are
decidedly refreshing, however tragic the story may be which they depict.
An excerpt from a foot-note on page I25, describing a patient, whose
picture in Porto Rican environment appears on an opposite page, reads:
"Eligio Echavarry was in his own way a genius. He thought deeply,
read, reasoned and spoke with weight and the gravity of a sage. He seldom
answered without reflection and rarely made mistakes. He understood
cardiac disease at the age of eleven, requesting digifoline a few minutes
after the onset of auricular fibrillation, and suggesting morphine and oxygen
during the few hours before death. His pain at times must have been ex-
cruciating. Sweat and pallor might betray his feelings; rarely a tear es-
caped; not once was there, so far as is known, a whimper. Eligio was
contemplative, dignified, profound. His poise was always perfect; he was
a philosopher. And so this little fellow, the son of poor Porto Rican
parents, lived amongst the doctors and nurses of the Presbyterian Hospital
with a twinkle in his eyes while his disease progressed, uninfluenced by
medicine. All that could be done was to observe and record."
JOHN R. PAUL.
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